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“Project: Freshwater” is an orientation experience for Built Environment students 
at the Queensland University of Technology. In the third week of the semester 
this field trip takes the First Year cohort out of their familiar urban environment 
and into an extraordinary natural setting for four days in order to facilitate goals 
of socialisation, enculturation and education. It sets the tone for the whole course, 
establishing a sense of belonging and group identity amongst the design 
disciplines (industrial design, architecture and interior design), breaking down 
traditional staff/student barriers. Students develop an awareness of each other as 
emerging professionals and an awareness of the cultural diversity and a sense of 
community possible within the university environment. 
 
Through presentation and discussion of the context, structure and content of the 
programme and it’s five year evolution this paper explores the educational 
objectives of: the development of visual and verbal communication skills; 
experiencing design thinking through practical discovery; promo ting 
interdisciplinary thinking and approaches to design; promoting independence in 
personal and group learning skills; and introducing concepts of enhanced 
environmental awareness and product life cycles as informers of design intention.  
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The long term impact on students, future plans and suggestions for others thinking 
of implementing such a programme are discussed. 
 
Keywords: design education orientation, sustainability, collaboration, 
interdisciplinary, community, curriculum innovation 
 
Introduction 
“Project Freshwater” is the name given to the orientation field trips conducted for first 
year Design and Built Environment students at the Queensland University of 
Technology. These camps take place in the dedicated project week of the first semester 
of first year studies. Project week is a week set aside in every semester, cleared of 
formal classes, allowing the opportunity to explore other modes of teaching and 
learning. From second year on, Project week creates space for charette activities, or 
cross-year, cross-disciplinary ateliers, working on a specific problem or brief. It is a 
model that, within the University, is particular to the School of Design and Built  
Environment. Project Freshwater takes students out of their familiar context or 
environment and away from the city campus for a number of days in order to facilitate 
goals of socialisation, enculturation and education.  
The School of Design and Built Environment delivers professional courses for six 
disciplines, Architecture, Interior and Industrial Design, and Planning, Landscape 
Architecture and Surveying. Commencing students tend to have some of the following 
negative characteristics: they are career and disciplined focussed to the exclusion of 
knowledge of related design disciplines; they are sometimes uncertain about their 
career choice; they know very few people in their class; they are unaware of the team 
nature of many design projects; and they undervalue team membership skills. Project 
Freshwater is one of the mechanisms employed to address these failings early in the 
study programme. 
3 
 Setting 
 
Figure 1. The beach near Freshwater Camping Ground. 
Freshwater Camping Ground, located within the Cooloola National Park three 
and a half hours drive north of Brisbane, is the venue for the field trip. A large grassed 
and treed camping area provided ample room for tents within walking distance of 
drinking water and shower facilities. A varied natural landscape offers sandy beaches, 
dunes, open heath, woodlands, rainforest and a freshwater lake. The fact that shops are 
beyond easy foot access means that students are required to provide their own food and 
alcohol problems are minimised. The remote location means that transport costs are 
quite high. 
Participants 
Due to the number of enrolled students the field trip is conducted in two groups of 
about 95 students, each spending three and a half days on camp. This accommodates 
the 80% of the First Year cohort, drawn from the first year programme of the Bachelor 
of Built Environment and Bachelor of Architecture courses. Attendance is voluntary 
and an alternative programme is conducted for students who are unable or chose not to 
leave Brisbane.  
Each student is assigned membership of an interdisciplinary team numbering 
between seven to ten people. Within these teams all camp activities are conducted. By 
nominating the teams a thorough balance of genders, disciplines and ethnic background 
is ensured. At this early stage in their degree students have yet to form many 
friendships and the enforced proximity of new colleagues encourages the development 
of friendships across discipline boundaries, one of the prime objectives of the field trip 
programme. 
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A critical factor in the success of the field trip is the composition of the staff 
group. Staff members may be classified as teaching, technical support, graduate 
students and guests. This blend of backgrounds, expertise and interests not only 
enhances the quality of the camp experience for the students but builds staff 
camaraderie. 
Teaching staff consist of the field trip coordinator and the first year coordinator 
for each discipline. Discipline coordinators are central contact figures for students in 
their first year and are responsible for the development of the field trip programme in 
conjunction with the field trip coordinator. Reinforcement of camp objectives, both 
before and after the event, take place within design studio and coordinators and 
students grow to know each other well in a short space of time. This tends to accelerate 
the development of student/staff rapport. 
Graduate students drawn from each design discipline also attend. They act as 
mentors for students and assist staff in management of the design projects. So me 
students feel more comfortable approaching them with frank questions about their 
future profession. 
Perhaps the single most important factor in the success and longevity of the 
orientation camps is high quality technical staff. These personnel, drawn from the 
Schools workshop, provide indispensable logistical planning and support on all field 
trips. This allows teaching staff to concentrate on educational objectives secure in the 
knowledge that transport, safety and equipment concerns are attended to.  
In addition, guest staff provide additional teaching input and logistical support. 
Guests have included local Brisbane artists and sculptors who provide drawing tuition; 
well known design professionals talking about their work; School administrative staff 
who participate for one or more days in camp activities; and course coordinators and 
Heads of School who join in activities and provide short lectures on course and career 
directions. This additional variety enriches the camp experience for both staff and 
students and tends to build communication and understanding between staff. Thus 
students, at the initiation of their studies, have the opportunity to became familiar with 
the people from all areas of the School who will help them through their studies.  
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The Programme 
Project Freshwater takes place in the third week of the First Year programme. This 
timing allows the necessary preparations for the trip to be made yet allows the 
orientation programme to be early enough to be meaningful socially. At this time of 
year, usually early March, weather conditions are reliably comfortable for outdoor 
activity. 
One of the most important factors in a successful and viable long term field trip 
programme is the correct balance between project workload and free time for students 
and staff. The Freshwater “formula” calls for extensive independent activity for the 
students with staff involvement concentrated in exercise initiation and conclusion, and 
only light supervision during execution. This provided two significant benefits: 
1. Students are allowed the freedom to explore while at the same time, 
relying on their team mates. This seems to encourage team building and shared 
responsibility. The occasional contact from guest staff giving, for example, sketching 
advice, or technical staff providing construction hints, is enough to stimulate new 
learning. 
2. This “hands off” approach also gives staff enough time to recover from 
the exertions of an extended, eight day camp. As in the case of the students, 
communication and camaraderie is a natural development of the close contact between 
the different staff groups, something not always encouraged by the university 
environment. Most pleasingly this has tended to remove barriers and persists on return 
to campus. The fact that such field trips are enjoyed by staff makes them viable for 
annual implementation. 
Educational objectives of the programme included: the development of visual and 
verbal communication skills, essential in the design professions; the development of 
practical problem solving skills and design thinking; promoting interdisciplinary 
thinking and design approaches; promoting group and independent learning skills; and 
introducing an awareness of cultural and environmental issues within the context of 
design. 
Details of field trip programmes have varied from year to year but some 
commonalities can be identified: the journey; discipline content; documentation 
activities; and a culminating event. 
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The Journey 
The journey from city to camp site is more than merely relocating people and 
equipment—it is also significant symbolically. It seems necessary that it be of sufficient 
duration and, perhaps, difficulty for students to feel they have in fact left their 
everyday existences behind. The Freshwater experience begins by boarding buses on 
campus followed by a four hour drive north. Since vehicular access to the camping 
ground is only possible by four wheel drive the buses deposit students and their luggage 
at a picnic ground at the edge of the national park. Luggage is transferred to a four 
wheel truck and then the “big walk in” commences. This is a ten kilometre trek from 
the picnic ground, through rainforest which eventually blends into the scrub around 
Freshwater Lake and finally into the camping ground close to the beach. They pitch 
their tents near communal marquees which act as group cooking and meeting places 
and have time for a rest and a swim in the ocean prior to their first evening meal and 
the start of the first activity.  
 
Figure 2. Students prepare for their 10 km rainforest walk to the camp site. 
What amounts to almost a full day of travel allows the students to come to terms 
with their new environment. For many it is their first experience of camping in the 
Australian bush, and for some, their first experience of sleeping on anything other than 
an inner spring mattress. This facet of the field trip is not always greeted with 
enthusiasm! 
Staff establish a camp of their own in a smaller clearing far enough away to let 
the students establish their autonomy, but close enough for assistance and interaction. 
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The physical distance between staff and student areas communicate, it is hoped, a sense 
of independence to the younger students and their acceptance as responsible adults. 
Also, because staff spend a total of eight days on camp and conduct the programme 
twice in that time the “breathing room” it afforded them is not to be underestimated.  
The camping grounds themselves provided excellent facilities for casual teaching 
and learning. Gatherings of the whole student group for formal contact are successfully 
accommodated in the camp clearing, beneath a marquee, or in a nearby amphitheatre. 
Students live in this space for three and a half days, sleeping, cooking, working and 
relaxing together. 
With a large body of students active in the natural environment safety is an ever 
present issue. All staff are holders of current first aid certificates and first aid kits are 
always within reach. Vehicle based radio transceivers provide communications between 
vehicles and the outside world and during walks hand held radios are used. 
Communications equipment is maintained by technical support staff who also liaise 
with Queensland National Parks and Wildlife Service rangers for additional safety 
backup. 
Discipline Content 
With a course encompassing such diverse design professions the orientation field trip 
assists in the development of discipline identity. Students learn a little of what their own 
discipline encompasses and how it relates to the work of the others. This is done via a 
series of design activities conducted in their multi-disciplinary teams. Each activity is 
intended to encompass at least three vital characteristics: 
1. It must make use of the local environment. There is little point in moving out of 
the familiar university environment if the activity could easily take place within 
it. 
2. It must provide a model of the design process. This suggests problem solving 
activities which entail such phases as research, problem definition, 
conceptualisation, idea selection, documentation, execution and testing. 
3. It must be enjoyable. Students should be left with a feeling of satisfaction at their 
accomplishment of the goal. 
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Project Freshwater utilises three group projects, plus individual activity related to 
work completed on return to Brisbane. Each project encourages students to work as a 
team whilst they learn about themselves and each other.  
Discipline Content: Installation 
The first project requires students to explore the theme of “lightness” via the 
construction of an installation on the beach. Student groups discuss the meaning of the 
theme from different perspectives, such as the nature illumination, flight or structures in 
the built and natural environments. The somewhat intangible nature of the theme 
demands an expressive, aesthetic response, unfamiliar territory for some and since for 
most people this is their first encounter with a design problem in a group the negotiation 
of ideas and the development of design concepts through discussion is an important 
experience.  
Over the course of a 24 hour period each group negotiates it’s response to the 
theme: the site is examined, concepts recorded on paper and in maquettes, and 
discussed with staff. A beach installation is then created using found natural materials, 
beach sand and supplied candles and chemical light sticks. The structure is evaluated 
during the day and again after sunset when the candles and light sticks are ignited. Staff 
discuss each installation with the group and give their response but no marks are 
awarded or necessary. 
 
Figure 3. A beach installation by day and by night. 
The impact of the lit installations on the students is always significant and for 
most of them creates a feeling of accomplishment: their first group design problem has 
seen them take a mundane collection of materials and fabricate something quite 
magical. This contributes to individual self confidence and group cohesion 
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Discipline Content: The Raft Race 
The second group activity poses a more tangible problem—the construction of a 
raft that will carry a payload in a race on Freshwater Lake. This is essentially an 
industrial design problem although the need to manage limited resources and its’ 
structural natural have a bearing on all the other disciplines. Students are given a finite 
set of materials (plastic palettes, twine, inflatable plastic tubing, balloons, tape, wire, 
bamboo) from which to construct their rafts, and a time limit. To minimise impact on 
the natural landscape use of local materials is forbidden.  
The exercise begins with teams meeting for problem definition and solution 
conceptualisation. The payload is defined as one group member who is required to be 
transported, safe and dry, for the duration of the race. During the course of the morning 
teams design and built their vehicles which are subsequently transported to the race site 
for the afternoon event. 
 
Figure 4. Students enter the water with their rafts at the start of a race heat.  
The race proves to be, on each occasion, an exciting and memorable event. A 
sense of enthusiastic but good natured competition pervades the heats, reinforced by 
the strenuous physical activity of swimming. (Poor swimmers are encouraged to 
support their team from the shoreline in the interests of safety.) Timed heats determine 
the fastest craft which then compete for the grand prize. Prizes are also awarded for the 
most attractive designs and many teams dress up for the occasion in outlandish 
costumes. A consistent camp theme has been “Sustainability” and the raft project 
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introduces this idea. Here it manifests itself as taking responsibility for the entire life 
cycle of the raft from “cradle to grave”: initial use of the material, collection of it when 
the task is complete and reused for another purpose. Rafts are ultimately dismantled 
and the materials gathered for reuse. 
Documentation Activities: Journal 
A vital piece of the field trip programme is the student’s “visual journal”. Within an A5 
sized sketch book students are required to record, in images and writing, their activities.  
It is expected that the planning and execution of each activity be documented 
within this book. This is intended to introduce neophyte designers to the visual thinking 
so important to design professionals. Introductory drawing instruction is given by 
attending artists and staff, literally, in the field. Since many students have yet to 
become graphically confident the value of drawing as an aid to thinking and conceptual 
communication is promoted over drawing for artistic expression. It is intended that this 
should relieve anxiety and encourage visual exploration. 
Perhaps the most important outcome of the journal is the self reflection it 
encourages. Students use this visual resource as an aid to reflect on their learning 
experiences. This is often formalised shortly after their return to campus with drawing 
or design projects in class.  
 
Figure 5. A page from a student journal, recording ideas and images.  
A significant problem in previous programmes had been achieving a balance 
between sketching time and the more physical camp activities. If too little drawing 
takes place the opportunities for reflection and later integration with the academic 
programme are diminished. If too much drawing is required students have little time to 
enjoy the beautiful setting and field trips are in danger of becoming, in fact, classrooms 
without walls or comfortable furniture. The Freshwater programme attempts to achieve 
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this balance by running problem solving orientated design projects which required both 
physical activity and planning and documentation. 
Culminating Event: The Corroboree 
The night before students break camp they prepare a performance based on their 
experiences—a corroboree. One meaning of this word is “a festive or warlike dance-
drama with song of Australian Aboriginals” (Tulloch, 1995). Within their teams they 
are free to decide what form this might take, such as mime, song, verse, or pantomime. 
Props are created from any materials they’ve brought with them and especially those 
recycled from the Raft exercise. 
The staff and student body assemble in a central location and the performances 
took place in the round, by gas and torch light. The majority of teams attempt variations 
of parody, satire and slapstick, often at staff expense, and generally seem to enjoy the 
experience. Staff have been known to respond with their own performances. 
The mild trauma of public performance has several desirable effects: it builds 
verbal communication skills; it tends to reinforce team identity and student friendships; 
it encourages staff and students to see each other as people rather than as stereotypes; 
and it provides a memorable closure to the camp experience. In this way the event is 
true to another meaning of the word corroboree,  “a noisy party” (Tulloch, 1995). 
Outcomes 
As orientation into the QUT design programme, Project Freshwater consumes 
significant financial, logistical and human resources. Although students are required to 
contribute in the region of AUS$80 and supply most of their own food the School 
subsidises the camps by several thousand dollars each year. Transportation hire and 
part time staff salaries are the main expenses. Design coordinators spend weeks of 
effort planning the programme, encouraging and organising students. Technical staff are 
kept busy arranging myriad details, bookings, equipment and provisions. Students must 
supply information of special dietary and medical conditions and staff must receive 
regular first aid training to keep their skills current. Is this expenditure of resources 
worthwhile? 
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Students who attend these field trips are observed to be more relaxed with staff 
and peers—the minority (20%) who do not attend seem to take longer to achieve this, 
despite the alternative Project Week programme they undergo.  
A recent survey of participants of past field trips supports this. When asked if 
they had gained a better understanding of design through their field trip 75% of  the 
current First Year cohort replied yes. Almost 100% of students currently in later years 
of study replied yes to this same question and when asked if their appreciation of the 
Freshwater camp had increased or declined since their first year 85% said yes too. This 
indicates that students find the experience valuable academically. When asked if they 
felt they knew their peers and staff better after the camp 97% thought they did so it’s 
clear that the social value is significant. International students have reported that they 
find it easier to mix with other students after attending.  
Also significant is that many survey respondents commented that friendships they 
had formed at Freshwater had persisted in later years of study. Anecdotal evidence 
indicates that some graduates maintain these links and find them valuable in their 
professional lives since these associations frequently bridge discipline boundaries. 
It seems likely that the stimulus of an unfamiliar environment and a new social 
situation provide participants with opportunities for reflection and revelation. 
Interdisciplinary communication leads often to ongoing working relationships, both at 
the student and staff levels, which have led to collaborative projects that would perhaps 
not have otherwise occurred. Many students quickly learn that a design education does 
not involve the passive receipt of information but the active, enjoyable pursuit o f 
experience and knowledge. It is also hoped, although difficult to observe objectively, 
that an empathy for the natural environment and a concern for the effects of their 
professional decisions on it is inculcated within the students. 
Future Plans 
Enrolment numbers within the School of Design and Built Environment continue to 
increase and so plans for Project Freshwater 2002 allow for the expansion from two 
consecutive programmes to three. This will necessitate a longer duration overall and 
require a greater number of staff, probably with personnel being rotated half way 
through. This seems to be preferable to simply increasing student numbers in two 
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sessions, which creates transport logistics problems and strain on camping ground 
facilities. 
Due to the fact that Project Freshwater serves as an introduction to design 
process it is a convenient vehicle to introduce design to non-designers. Interest in 
design content within local secondary education is increasing but most teachers have no 
experience of design education and of the design studio as a teaching model. A grant 
has thus been awarded by the university to develop a pilot for involving high school 
design teachers in the 2002 field trip programme. 
Secondary school teachers will attend Project Freshwater for the duration of the 
field trip. In this first camp they will participate as students and so gain a student 
perspective of design problems. For the second camp they will participate as 
programme facilitators, guiding a new batch of students through the design projects and 
so gaining an experience of running an educational design project. During the third 
camp the teachers will develop an alternative set of design exercises in conjunction 
with university staff. These activities will be recorded by a professional photographer 
and published in a CR-ROM to be made available to secondary schools. 
Suggestions For Implementing Similar Programmes 
Academics interested in trialing a similar programme should keep in mind the following 
lessons learnt from Project Freshwater: 
1. Choose a location that contrasts with the university campus, preferably in a remote, 
natural setting. The programme seems most effective when external distractions are 
minimised. (Orientation field trips run near townships and shops have proven to  be 
less successful.) The experience of being self sufficient that camping demands is 
useful but not essential. Space to run design projects, though, is clearly vital.  
2. Logistical support staff are essential. Academic staff should be allowed to 
concentrate on the academic programme. 
3. Plan projects which capitalise on the location: it is pointless to depart from campus 
only to recreate it at the destination. If the programme is being run early in the 
academic year then it is useful to run projects which are models of typical design 
process. Also, exercises which are engaging and fun will enthuse students about 
their study. 
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4. Plan activities which require interaction between students and with staff to 
facilitate socialisation. For the same reason the composition of project teams should 
not be left to students. Allocate students to teams randomly and in proportion to 
discipline, gender and nationality composition of the cohort. 
5. Allow time for reflection for both staff and students and be realistic about expected 
workloads. Camp activities can be physically demanding and time for recovery is 
important. Often these times allow for vital social interaction to occur between all 
participants. 
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